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Tag 
by Peter Proul 
I saw some children playing in the park. 
They hurried with their play, for night, soon near, 
puts an end to outdoor games. Blond hair 
chased after a darting head, and otherwise 
dull colors of brown and black glistened and shone 
in the afternoon sun. 
Boys, girls—all in one swirling mass of tag 
scatter at a little girl's running command. 
One boy, who easily dodges her, knocks down 
another boy, and yells to him, "Sorry." 
On the ground he's easy prey. 
The little girl screams, "You're it!" 
Fall Birth 
by Andy Williams 
T P H E FOG cleared slowly, parting and drifting back again, 
-™- and the Nothingness became Something, drifted back to 
Halfway, then slowly came back to Something as Preston 
Welps gradually became aware of the homey-smell of the 
pillow case next to his face. He burrowed into it a little 
further and took a deep breath. It was home, not like those 
stiff, white, soap-and-starch-smelling hotel pillow cases. To 
an eight-year-old boy, this was Home and Comfort and Pres-
ton was sleepy, but some outside force kept him from drows-
ing off. Reluctantly and resentfully he allowed the force to 
expand his world beyond the pillow, to the four-posted bed 
("I slept in it when / was little," Preston's mother said), to 
the black emptiness that was His Room, the blackness broken 
only by the glaring wedge of light that marked the Bottom 
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of the door. The force prodded and needled him to wonder 
and try, and finally words filtered through the door, broken 
phrases, anger. 
". . . . but I didn't . . . don't . . . talking about . . ." That 
was his mother's voice, he thought. But it sounded different, 
somehow. 
Then he heard his father's angry voice, and it didn't 
sound too differently than it had many times before ("Don't 
give me any guff, young man, or I'll . . .", "I'll teach you!"— 
accompanied by a stinging strap): "Don't give me . . . I . . . 
been going on." 
"It's just no t . . ." Almost whining. What was wrong? 
"Ah, shut up! !" His father's voice was rising, shouting. 
"Just because I was gone doesn't mean I don't know what 
was going on! You didn't think I'd find out, didya?! By 
God, I'll . . ." 
"Not so loud, Lyle," his mother's voice cut in. "You'll 
wake . . ." 
"I don't give a damn! I'll wake the whole—" 
"Lower your voice!" Preston recognized something more 
familiar in his mother's voice, more control, more sureness, 
more unyielding. He listened to hear his father's reply, but 
all he could hear now was an indistinguishable gravel buzz-
ing. He listened a little harder, but now the world that was 
his pillow beckoned him back, back to Nothingness, and 
shortly he gave up fighting it, let himself be drawn back. The 
wedge of light faded, and a silver horse galloped alongside 
a racing fire engine, and his trusty rifle brought down 
another. . . . 
Preston's breakfast was waiting for him on the unsteady 
kitchen table that morning when he came out, but his 
mother was in the bedroom getting ready for work. He 
crawled up on the wooden chair and used both hands to pour 
the milk on the corn flakes, then sprinkled a little sugar over 
the already mushy contents of the red plastic bowl. 
"Momma, where's my juice?" 
His mother's voice came back from the bedroom, still 
with a little of that strange quality to it, giving it a flatness, 
a sadness, "Oh, I forgot it. I'll get it for you in a minute, 
Pres." 
Corn flakes, he thought. He was tired of corn flakes. Why 
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couldn't he get something different? "Not till you finish 
those," she had said). But it was such a big box. They'd never 
be gone. ("That's what you wanted.") He lifted another 
mushy spoonful to his mouth and swallowed it, trying to taste 
only the chalky milk. 
"Good morning, Pres." He turned and saw his mother 
coming into the kitchen. She was trying to sound cheerful, 
but somehow it sounded hollow. She was a young woman, 
almost as young as Miss Story, his teacher, Preston thought 
anyway, but she didn't look it this morning. Her brunette 
hair was long, combed back to show her high forehead, and 
he mouth was trying to smile, but her eyes were reddened, 
and her narrow face was drawn, dark spots under her eyes. 
She didn't look pretty this morning. Preston didn't answer. 
He felt that he should remember something that would tell 
him why she looked sad, but he just couldn't, and it made 
him mad. 
"What's the matter, Pres? Are you mad at me?" she 
goaded. 
Jarred out of his thoughts, he said, "Where's Daddy? Isn't 
he going to eat breakfast?" 
"No, your father's already gone," and her words sounded 
leaden. The morning sun tumbling through the little kit-
chen window seemed to dim, as if a cloud were passing, and 
Preston felt as if some of his mother's gloom were pressing 
in on him. If only he could remember. 
He finished the cereal without saying anything more. For 
some reason he felt that he shouldn't break the silence. 
Emptying the little dried-beef glass of grape juice in two 
swallows, he got down from the chair slowly. His mother 
started to put the dishes in the sink, to be washed that eve-
ning, and Preston hurried to the bathroom, hoping he could 
escape the depression of the kitchen. Something was wrong. 
She didn't even tell him to be sure to brush his teeth. Climb-
ing up on the stool so he could reach the lavatory, he 
splashed cold water on his face and hurriedly wiped it off, 
then pulled the red tube of toothpaste off the shelf. 
"G'bye, Pres. I'll see you tonight. Your lunch is on the 
table," his mother called as she left for work. "Come right 
home from school and stay in the yard till I get home. And 
don't forget to change your clothes." 
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"Oooaiie," Preston mumbled around his toothbrush. He 
knew something was wrong, but not what it was, and con-
sequently he just had a vague, uneasy feeling. He rinsed his 
mouth, spitting a white blob in the lavatory, and went back 
to the kitchen to get his lunch. If he left now, he'd have time 
to play soccer before the bell. If there weren't too many big 
kids playing, anyway. So he slammed the back door and 
walked out into the chilly fall morning, kicking at some of 
the dead leaves from the old elm in the back yard, bark-
scuffed and broken from his climbing, two near-rotten boards 
which constituted His Tree House nailed to the lowest two 
branches—even though they were of different heights. T h e 
sun gently soaked him with promise of coming heat, and the 
ground was alive with the crackling of the red and brown 
and orange sea of leaves. But not even the vivid splashing 
colors could change the fact that this was Fall. 
Preston Welps walked to school, but he did not hurry 
as he usually did, not today, because there was something to 
remember, something that happened sometime, somewhen, 
that was the reason for his mother's change, and his father's 
being gone so early. Not that his father's being gone that 
morning had bothered him too much. He was always uneasy 
around "Daddy" for some reason. Maybe it was because he 
didn't really know him very well, since for most of Preston's 
eight years his father had been at someplace they called 
"War." Or maybe it was because even in the short time he'd 
been back he'd made ample use of Preston's backside. Any-
way, Preston was always just a little nervous when his father 
was around, and he was glad that he hadn ' t been there this 
morning—the gloom had been enough the way it was 
He scuffed at dead leaves on the sidewalk and threw a 
broken branch at a squirrel, laughing as it scampered up an 
oak tree. By the time he got to the schoolyard, the soccer 
field was already filled with shouts and screams and running 
boys. Big Boys, Preston thought. Oh, well. Maybe he could 
play catch with someone. Or maybe he could just go sit 
down and figure out what it was he was supposed to remem-
ber. So he did sit down and try to remember, and he tried to 
remember all morning, but he couldn't, because Miss Story 
kept asking him questions about geography and numbers. 
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Finally he just forgot it, and the sun was bright when he 
went out for lunch—but it was still fall, and he would re-
member long afterward what he couldn't think of now. 
He was climbing in His Tree when his mother called him 
in for supper. 
"C'mon in, Pres. Supper." And all at once the sun dim-
med again, and sadness and gloom pressed in on him at the 
sound of his mother's now flat, lifeless voice. He didn't try 
to stay out that extra few minutes tonight; something told 
him it wouldn't be too healthy. He skinned down the tree 
slowly, though, not really anxious to get into that chair next 
to his father. He was just never quite sure how to act. The 
old chipped-paint, splintery-wood, torn-wide screen door 
squeaked a little protest as its spring was snapped taut, then 
slammed shut behind him with one loud bang, then another 
softer one. 
"Go on in and get washed up, Pres. It'll be ready as soon 
as you get done," his mother said without turning around. 
The gloom pressed closely about him and he felt it, but 
didn't know why. From the kitchen he could see the living 
room, and his father wasn't in it. But there was a place set 
for him. 
"Where's Daddy? Isn't he going to eat with us?" He was 
almost afraid to hope. 
"Your father isn't home yet—I don't know if he's going 
to eat with us or not. Now go get washed." It was lifeless—as 
if she just didn't want to talk about it. 
Supper was quiet, just the two of them and one empty 
plate, empty chair. His mother said nothing, except to tell 
him to eat his peas, but ate quickly, so that she finished al-
most as soon as he did, which didn't happen very often. He 
chased the last pea around the plate with his fork and finally 
stopped it with his finger and lifted it to his mouth. 
"Momma, Red Hornet's on now. Ken I listen to it?" 
She looked at him in a funny, surprised way, "Why, yes, 
Pres. You know it's all right." 
By the time he turned the radio on, his mother was clear-
ing the table, leaving only the one solitary plate on the table, 
waiting, waiting for the father. Maybe he'd never come, 
thought Preston, and then was immediately ashamed for it. 
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You weren't supposed to think like that, even if your father 
did seem like a stranger. But he was a stranger. Really, he'd 
only known him for three years. But still, you just weren't 
supposed to think like that about your father. Even if he did 
spank you all the time and his face was scratchy beard and 
hur t your face, and he got mad and shouted at you and made 
you play football when you didn' t want to and he was rough 
and and. 
After Red Hornet was T h e Lone Ranger and then Gang 
Busters, and then bed. Preston fell off quickly, and the gloom 
flaked away as he rode into Peace and Nothingness on a 
glossy black stallion, his blue uniform brilliant and his 
saber jangling from his shiny army belt . . . 
Again he was pulled out of his sleep, bu t this time it was 
faster, more brutally. He almost jerked awake, listening to 
the anger pulsing and raging on the other side of his door. 
". . . didn't think I'd find out, did you!? Well, by God I 
did! You can just go right ahead and go to bed with him; 
I'm sure as hell not going to support you while you do it!" 
"While / do it!!!? Look, Lyle, we both know damn well 
what the score is, and if it hadn' t been for me you'd be sitting 
in the courtroom right now!" T h a t was his mother, but there 
was no sadness in her voice now, no gloom, only anger, more 
anger than Preston had ever heard in it before, even when 
he had set the curtains in the bathroom on fire. It was quiver-
ing, shaking, as if she were having a hard time controlling 
it. 
"Don't try to lie your way out of it! Tell ing lies about 
me won't change things any!" 
"LIE about yOC7!!!??" Her voice was incredulous. "Lie 
about you!? I borrow a hundred dollars from Dad to get you 
off the hook, and you say—" His mother's words ended in a 
gasp preceded by a dull, smacking sound. His father's voice 
went on in a tone he'd never heard before, cold, hard cutting, 
cruel, and Preston shivered from the icyness of it and fear, 
fear of unknowing. 
"I'll teach you to play around on me, you bitch." What 
did it mean? Preston wanted to run out and see what was 
going on, but the coldness and hardness of his father's voice 
had made him afraid, too afraid to do any more than just lie 
Sketch 35 
in his bed, quivering, listening to dull smacks and little gasps 
and whimperings. Then it grew quiet until the front door 
slammed shut with violence, and there was nothing left but 
the wedge of light that was the bottom of the door, and 
silence. Preston lay there and listened and thought—thought 
of "bitch" and "play around" and "a hundred dollars" and 
dull, flat smacking sounds and soft whimperings and the 
cruel, hard voice. He'd heard, heard what he didn't know, 
but he'd heard, and he wondered. He'd hear it for years after-
ward, but not till he was a man would he know, not till too 
late would he know what it meant and start to understand it. 
Still he was too afraid to go toward that wedge of light. He 
didn't know what was on the other side of the door, but 
somehow he sensed it was different than it had been before, 
even that morning. It was too soon, too soon to face it. Maybe 
later, but not now. Not now, not now, . . . maybe . . . 
never . . . . He drifted off slowly, and when he finally slept it 
was a tossing and turning and flat, dull smacks and soft 
whimperings and wondering. 
When he awoke, it took a long while for him to get up 
and start getting dressed, and then he did that slowly; even 
with the light of day he was a little afraid to go through that 
door. Finally, though, he had his shoelaces tied, and could 
think of no other reason to delay going out. The door 
seemed heavier than it had the day before; last night was still 
too close, too fresh. 
Preston pulled the door open and walked into the kitch-
en. His place was set, but it was the only one. He ate quietly 
alone, spooning the soggy corn flakes into his mouth without 
relish, needlessly but mechanically chewing them. Finishing 
his grape juice, he heard the front door slam, and got down 
from his chair just in time to see his father coming through 
the living room. Suddenly there was lead in Preston's 
stomach and his feet wouldn't move. He stared at the 
stranger who was his father and shivered from an unseen 
draft. 
The stranger wasn't really a big man, but he was heavy— 
not really fat, but just heavy, well-built with arms so big 
around that Preston couldn't get both hands around them. 
His face was full and the hair was receding back from the 
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forehead in which worry lines were already well defined. The 
powder-blue eyes contrasted strangely with the nose, which 
had a high arch and looked as if it had been pushed onto his 
face. The face was covered with dark stubble, and there was 
anger in his eyes. 
"Where's your mother?" His voice was hard, flat, cold, 
menacing, like it had been last night, and, remembering last 
night, Preston shuddered again. He wanted to turn and run, 
but he couldn't, his feet wouldn't. He had to answer, but 
was afraid to—and even more afraid not to. 
"I—I don't know, D-daddy. M-maybe she's in the bed-
room. I—I haven't seen her since I got up." 
"Oh, well, you're gonna see her." He pivoted on his heel 
and walked to the bedroom, throwing the door open, then 
standing in the doorway with his hands on his hips. 
"Get outta bed, Alice." His mother said something that 
Preston couldn't hear, and then his father abruptly moved 
from the doorway into the bedroom. 
"I said get outta bed!" The voice was still cruel and hard, 
even though it was muffled somewhat. Then his mother was 
pushed harshly through the door, his father's hand grasping 
her tightly above the left elbow. Preston involuntarily took 
a step backward, so surprised he was at what he saw. She 
turned her face from him, but the father snapped it roughly 
back and held it in full sight of Preston. The left side of her 
chin was a sickly purple tinged with brown as was her right 
cheek. But what drew Preston's attention and surprised him 
the most was the left eye, which was a very ugly, swollen, 
dark purple, almost black. He'd seen black eyes before, but 
always on boys, not on girls. Not on mothers. They weren't 
supposed to have black eyes. Preston wanted to run to her 
and help, but he was too numbed, too jolted to move. 
"Look at her, Preston!" the father demanded. "Look at 
her real good. That's your mother! Your mother! While I 
was over on some goddamn stinkin' island gettin' shot at 
she's back here sleepin' with Crowse." Preston didn't really 
know what was wrong with that. He knew Mr. Crowse from 
his visits to the office, and he liked him, but something in 
his father's voice told him it was a bad thing to do. Later, 
when he was old enough to understand, yet still young 
enough to be blind, he would think of what his father said 
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and know it was a complete lie—because Mr. Crowse 
wouldn't do anything like that. But now it didn't mean 
much, except that the stranger didn't think it was good. 
His mother didn ' t say anything; she seemed resigned to 
letting herself be paraded like some spectacle. She just 
seemed too tired to fight. What was it? What was happening? 
"Take a good look at her!" the stranger kept demanding. 
"Your mother, a whore out sleeping with some guy while 'm 
away! Whaddya thinka her now!?" 
Preston didn ' t really know what to think. Everything was 
swirling around in his head, "bitch" and "whore" and "sleep-
ing with Mr. Crowse" and dull, flat, smackings. And the 
stranger stood there, challenging, demanding. What could 
he say, how could he say, how could he say what? Suddenly 
he turned and ran, blind, bumping into a chair, flinging open 
the back door and out into the grey fall morning. What was 
it, what was there, who was there? He was lost and falling and 
spinning and he ran, ran towards—towards what? Somehow, 
somewhere, something had been broken, something was 
changed and would never be the same again, and, even 
though he didn ' t understand what, he understood; It Was. 
He finally just dropped to the ground in the grass field at 
the end of the block and started to sob, broken, rending sobs 
that tore at his very insides. 
In the fall, in the death quarter of the year, it began to 
rain, slowly, softly, and it fell gently on the boy. He would 
be very wet when he got home. 
Storm Beginning 
by Ervin Wolff 
Lying, I see, out 
above toes of crossed shoes, trees. 
elves' ears soup bubbling 
in a gray saucepan, and stirred 
by black sticks. At left 
a burner comes on, roaring. 
